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Survival Strategies: A Study of Working Families in New York City
Honors Thesis for Kafui Gozey

ABSTRACT
The main focus for this project was to find out how working families survive life in New
York City which is known to be one of the most expensive places to live on earth. In effort to
find answers to this, I visited the city for a period of two weeks to observe the lives of locals
and also to interact with them. After days of interactions and gathering information, it was
evident that there is a huge population of working families in New York who struggle to make
ends meet. It was also made clear that these families do have several strategies for surviving
life in the city. A common theme that run through the different strategies of survival was a
communal effort to survive, especially in communities of color. Everyone looked out for each
other one way or the other and that is how working families managed to survive living in New
York City. I also observed that these families are facing further threats due to gentrification
and a lack of public welfare policies that promote moving up the economic ladder to selfsufficiency.
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INTRODUCTION
New York City, the world’s biggest financial center is one of the most fascinating cities in the
world (The Global Financial Centres Index 2018). It is the most populous and most densely
populated city in the United States. It has a population of about 8.6 million out the 19.8
million that live in the state. In comparison, Boston, a city in the northeast has a population of
about 685 thousand (US Census Bureau). The Big Apple, as it is known, is very attractive for
both business and pleasure and millions of people from all around the world visit each year
for both reasons. According a report done on New York, an estimated 62.8 million people
visited New York City in 2017 alone (González-Rivera, 3). That was an increase of 2.3
million people from the previous year and a new record-breaking number for the eighth year
in a row. Out of all those visitors, about 49.7 million were traveling from within the United
States and about 13.1 million visited New York City from other countries.
New York’s unique culture, fashion, art and diversity is what makes it attractive. An article
written by Paul McGinniss describes the city as the most and least American city (McGinniss
2018). This is because the city has so many different cultures in the country present as well
other cultures such that, it makes it feel like a foreign place. The summation of all the cultures
as the same time in the same place generates a whole new culture on its own. This is what
makes New York City a truly global city.
In terms of demographics, the city’s population is made up of 42% white, 29.1 % Hispanic or
Latino, 24% black or African American,14% Asian, 0.4% American Indian or Alaska Native,
0.1% Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, and 3.3% of the population with two or
more races (United States Census Bureau). There is also a huge population of immigrants in
the city. An annual report on immigrants provided on March 2018 and signed by Mayor de
Blasio states that the city is home to 3.1 million immigrants who constitute about 38% of the
city’s population and 45% of the workforce (MOIA Annual Report, 9). The top five countries
New Yorkers immigrate from are Dominican Republic, China, Mexico, Jamaica and Guyana
(Appendix i). Because of the huge influx of immigrants, there is an estimate of about 200
different languages spoken in the city alone (McGinniss, Paul). This again adds to the culture
and diversity of the city which makes it even more attractive for people and businesses. The
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diversity of the population also means that where people live, that is which neighborhoods, is
key to their survival if they have limited means. This can be seen in Harlem where there is a
huge population of African American and in the Bronx where there is an influx of Hispanics
and Latinos and families are able to survive through a communal effort as discussed in detail
later in the report.
The city, however, with all its diversity and different attractions comes at a cost. There is also
great economic diversity in the city where people with great wealth live in proximity with
those who have much less. As the city becomes wealthier, it is also gets more expensive to
live in. According to the Bureau of Economic Affairs, New York City and its suburbs is the
fifth most expensive place to live in the US with a regional price parity of 122 (Appendix ii).
This means that the cost of living alone is 22% more expensive than the national average.
This makes the city one of the most expensive places to live in the world. The monthly cost of
living for a family if four is about $10,344, and the annual cost of living is $124,129
(Economic Policy Institute). To put this into perspective, the cost of living for an average
family of four living in Providence is $6,487 a month and $77,839 a year (Appendix iii).
Poverty has been one of the biggest issues facing the country and Congress has been trying to
find ways to help combat it. All efforts however, do not seem to have been working because a
2017 report on “Income and Poverty in the United States” shows that about 60% of the people
in the nation own only about 25.5% of the country’s income (Semega, Fontenat and Kollar).
The income of the third quintile ranges from $45,601 to $74,869 (Appendix iv) and this as
compared to the cost of living in New York mentioned earlier is very low. This imbalance in
wealth distribution definitely raises a lot of concern and shows that working families in New
Yorkers that fall between and first and third quintiles do not earn enough to live a comfortable
life in the City. In other words, they struggle to survive.
The overall poverty rate of the city, is 19.57%, which is a fairly high number. This does not
include working families who are above the poverty line and may be still struggling
financially (NYC Government Poverty Measure, 2016). This then raises the concern and
question about how these families are able to survive in one of the most expensive cities in the
world. There is a huge segment of households who are above the poverty line but cannot live
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a comfortable life of not worrying about their finances. This is where my research comes in. It
takes a closer look at these families because, not being classified as poor according to the US
standards, does not necessarily mean that you have the luxury and comfort to live like
wealthier families.
Most people when they think about poverty immediately think about homelessness. This
without doubt is a very big issue not only in New York city but in the nation as a whole. This
research project however does not focus on homelessness but takes a look at families and
households who have a roof over their heads and a place to call home but may still be
struggling to make ends meet. These families are the primary focus of this research because
poverty, I believe, is not only about homelessness or what the state or country defines it. It is
about people’s struggles day in day out and about whether such people have an easy access or
are capable of affording basic necessities like good quality healthcare, education, food,
transportation and other living expenses.
For families with low income, each day is a battle of trying to provide for the entire family
and meet basic needs. Thus, this research takes a look into their lives and tries to find out
exactly how they manage to survive in a place like New York City where everything is costly.
It looks into how they manage different aspects of their lives like transportation, food, health,
education, housing, and employment. One may ask “If New York is too expensive to live why
not move to a less expensive city or town?” This I believe is not the right question to ask. My
question to those families is “How do you manage to survive?” because I believe there is a lot
to learn from that. I believe there is a lot to learn from immigrant families, single mothers and
hard working families who give their all to create a better life and a future for their kids.
Finding answers to this question will be just intriguing. It will be more like discovering the
survival skills of low income New Yorkers, the challenges they face as well as their
motivation to keep going. It will also help people understand the resilience of these families
and also help policy makers know where they are lacking and how they can improve and
change the social policies to positively impact these families.
This research is very important and is going to add value to the body of work already done. It
will give readers a new perspective on the lives, struggles, as well as the strengths and
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challenges of working families in New York City. It is my hope that readers find this work
eye opening and as result give respect to hard working low income families and not just
regard them as lazy or just taking advantage of the governmental programs.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The body of literature gathered for this project dives deeply into the subject of poverty, some
specifically related to families and households with limited resources to survive in New York
City and others very broad and general. The cost of living in New York as discussed in the
introduction is very high and it is one of the most expensive places to live. New York City is
also known for its high income tax rate and this takes out a huge chunk of an individual’s
income before any other expenses although some families qualify for earned income tax
credit. The prices of everyday products are about twice the national average which makes the
cost of living is very high. The table below breaks down the cost of living into five different
categories which are housing, food, child care, transportation, health care and other
necessities. It compares the cost of living in New York City (on the left) to Providence (on the
right). This gives a clear estimate on how much it would cost a family to live in New York. It
also helps readers understand what goes into each category of expense.

Sources: Economic Policy Institute
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Research by a coalition of advocacy groups and foundations demonstrates the financial
struggles of working families in New York (United Way ALICE Project, 2018). The primary
goal of their research was to create awareness about a huge but hidden group of families that
struggle to afford basic necessities. The report uses a standardized set of measurements in
quantifying the cost of a basic household necessities in New York to show how many
households are struggling to afford life in New York. It states that, a family that has limited
assets, constrained income and are employed needs to earn about $68,808 a year in order to
survive life in New York (United for ALICE). This as a result requires a household of four to
earn about $34.40 an hour. This research draws attention to these working families and sheds
a light on their existence and their struggles. According to the report, the success of a
community is directly related to the financial stability of the families that meet the ALICE
threshold in the community. This is very true in the sense that, for example, the kind of
schools and level of education provided in richer communities can be vastly different from
that provided in poorer communities.
An important term used in the report to refer to families struggling to afford basic needs is
ALICE, an acronym which stands for Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed. ALICE
refers to a household that earns above the Federal Poverty Level, but barely have enough to
afford some basic necessities like housing, food, transportation, child care, health care, and
other necessities. This research is very important because it recognizes that many people who
are struggling financially are employed, have very limited assets to get through an emergency
and have limits on their income’s producing power. According to the report, households that
fall into the ALICE category are forced to choose between essentials. For example, they are
forced to make certain choices like “Should I pay for the rent or electric bill? Food or
prescription drug? Quality child care or fixing a car?” These are the kind of challenges
households that fall in ALICE threshold face day in day out. According to the research, those
who fit the ALICE criteria include your child care worker, the cashier at your supermarket,
the gas attendant, the salesperson at your big box store, your waitress, a home health aide, an
office clerk. It is important to note that economic survivability is not just a matter of
individual success. The success of communities is directly tied to the financial stability and
independence of ALICE (United for ALICE). For New York City specifically, there is a good
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percentage of households that qualify for the ALICE threshold. Bronx has the highest with
46.0% of its population being an ALICE household. Queens follows with 42.6% and then
Brooklyn with 31.4%, Staten Island with 30.3% and Manhattan with 19.8%. Harlem, one of
the two neighborhoods I observed is part of Manhattan is known to be one of the poorest parts
of the city. However, Manhattan unlike Harlem is wealthier and this offsets the percentage of
ALICE household reduces it. The lower number of ALICE households in Manhattan could
also be because the families in Harlem do not earn enough to meet the ALICE threshold. The
5 different boroughs and their different percentages are as follow:
NYC Borough

% of ALICE Household

Queens

42.6%

Bronx

46.0%

Manhattan

19.8%

Brooklyn

31.4%

Staten Island

30.3%

This shows that there is a significant population of working families who are above the
federal poverty level living in the New York City and yet are barely able to get by even
though they are fully employed. With this significant population, it is important to understand
survivability. What techniques and strategies are used to put food on the table, get health care,
be housed, get to work and so on? The research by “United for ALICE” is very relevant to my
research because ALICE is the type of household my research is focused on. The reason being
that these types of households are hidden and people do not know about their existence as
stated in the ALICE report. However, United for Alice’s research has done a tremendous job
at bringing them in the forefront to help solve some of their daily struggles.
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Minimum wage has always been an issue and a topic of discussion for decades. Most
of the ALICE households discussed in the previous paragraph earn either a minimum wage or
a few dollars higher. Thus, they are subject to working multiple jobs to make ends meet and to
provide the basic necessities for their household. A research done by the Economic Policy
Institute in 2019 establishes that the minimum wage has failed to keep up with inflation
(Appendix v). A report written for the research argues the point that the federal minimum
wage should be a national wage floor and should not be adjusted state by state and that
millions of workers would lose out on billions of dollars under a regionally adjusted federal
minimum wage. The federal minimum wage is currently $7.25 however, states like
Massachusetts and California have a minimum wage of $12.00. Washington D.C. tops the
chart with a minimum wage of $13.25. The federal minimum wage had not been increased
since 2009 and this presents many challenges to those families who are low wage earners. The
chart below shows projection of minimum wage if it had kept up with inflation. Minimum
wage would have been $22.34 in 208 which is more than triple than triple the current federal
minimum wage. This shows that families who are currently earning a minimum wage could
have been three time better off in 2018 if minimum wage had kept up with inflation and
policy makers had recognized the importance of this.

-8-

Survival Strategies: A Study of Working Families in New York City
Honors Thesis for Kafui Gozey
There has been a push for an increase in minimum wage since the launch of “Fight for $15”
by striking fast-food workers in 2012. The voices of these workers had been heard and has
resulted in the Wage Act of 2019, a change in the federal law with regards to minimum wage.
This act seeks to gradually increase the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour by 2024. There
is going to be an initial increase in the year 2019 from $7.25 to $8.55 with incremental raises
over subsequent years till it reaches $15 in 2024. After 2024, adjustments will be made each
year to keep up with growth in the typical worker’s wages. Another important issue the Wage
Act of 2019 is the outdated subminimum wage for tipped workers which has been at the rate
of $2.13 since 1991. That is also going to be phased out. New York is one of the states that is
in support of raising the federal minimum wage to $15 per hour. This act is going to make a
tremendous difference in the lives of the ALICE households living in New York City and the
state as a whole. An estimated 40 million American will benefit from this. This increase may
not end all the struggles of ALICE households but it is definitely a step in the right direction
although, as we will see later in this report, families need to earn well above the minimum
wage to survive on a basic living standard in New York City.
The report projects that 40 million workers who constitute 26.6% of the U.S. workforce will
benefit from this raise and that two-thirds (67.3%) of the working but poor in America would
receive a pay increase and would result in the reversal of decades of growing pay inequality
between the lowest-paid workers and the middle class. The current minimum wage for New
York City is $13.50 which is $6.25 above the federal minimum wage of $7.25. If the federal
minimum wage is pushed to $15, the minimum wage for NYC can possibly be increased to
$19.75. This will increase the income of a fulltime worker in New York who earns a
minimum wage from $27,000 a year to $39,500, a difference of $12,500. This is a sign of
hope for the ALICE households in New York City. However, the cost of living in New York
is very different from the cost of living in Oregon. Thus, the argument by the Economic
Policy Institute that regional minimum wage should be eradicated completely does not stand.
This is because if the minimum rate is decided on the federal level, it will be a flat rate for all
regions and will not reflect the cost of living in each region.
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An article by City Lab talks about social welfare and debunks all the myths associated with it.
It specifically talks about SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program), a social
program based on income. People above poverty level can receive it. It states that, the benefit
of SNAP per person is $1.86 per meal which can barely be used for anything (Aberg-Riger,
31 Jul. 2018). This is heartbreakingly small especially in a place like New York City where
things are so expensive that the average low-income meal is $3.96 which 113% more than the
SNAP benefit received. The article then talks about the fact that even though $1.86 can afford
a slice of pizza that is worth $1, households on SNAP cannot do that because hot foods cannot
be bought with SNAP. This also makes healthy eating very difficult for families because the
cost/prices of healthy foods tend to be very high. A study done on healthy food shows that it
cost $1.50 more to buy healthy food rather than unhealthy ones (Rao M, Afshin A, Singh G,
et al). This is almost the amount of the SNAP benefit per person which makes it difficult for
families to choose healthier options. A report done on the economic wellbeing of U.S.
households emphasizes the result of the research done by the United for ALICE group that
40% of American households do not earn enough to cover their basic necessities even though
they are fully employed and are above the federal poverty threshold and also that social
welfare programs are just not enough to help families out (Larrimore, Durante, Kreiss,
Christina Park, & Sahm 2018). When faced with an unexpected expense of $400, these
families would either not be able to cover it or resort to covering it by selling something or
borrowing money. This shows that living alone is a challenging thing for such families to do
and it gets more challenging when unexpected expense or expenses not planned for come
along.
There is a general myth that working hard or being employed helps one fend for themselves.
There are people who strongly believe that employment is the solutions to poverty. However,
this is not the case. Poverty stricken families are some of the most hardworking people in the
world. They work multiple jobs just to be able to provide for their households. Policy makers
have adopted the idea that employment is the solutions to poverty and thus, have put a lot of
efforts into reducing unemployment instead of proving other forms of income support for
families (Boushey, Brocht, Gundersen, & Bernstein, 2001). If this were the case, working
families would be among the richest people in the nation because they work very hard to
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make ends meet. Wages on the other hand have not kept up with the ever increasing cost of
food, rent, health and other costs (Economic Policy Institute). Thus, working harder is not
enough and there are more pressing issues like minimum wage and social welfare that needs
to be discussed and improved to help working families. This is a major issue for such families
as shown by the research done by the Economic Policy Institute.
So far, we have examined how much income it takes an ALICE household to survive in New
York City which is $68,808 and what the cost of living is which is $124,129 (Economic
Policy Institute 2019). Finally, we will examine who these individuals and families are in
terms of race, gender, household type, education, immigration status. The US Census Bureau
provides some demographic and other information and overview of the city of New York.
This information paints a clear picture of the city and the people in it. The information
provided on the city is very beneficial for this project and helps one understand the city better.
New York city is very diverse and it has a lot of different races represented. The four major
racial groups include white, Hispanic/Latino, Black/African American and Asian and their
percentages are 42.8%, 29.1%, 24.3% and 14% respectively (Appendix vii). The city is also
made up of 52.3% females (US Census Bureau). It is also estimated that the city is home to
over 3 million households with an average of 2.67 persons per household (Appendix viii).
81.1% of New Yorkers above age 25 have a high school education or higher and 36.7% have
a bachelor’s degree or higher. This is a huge gap as most professionals with a bachelor’s
degree earn more than those with just a high school degree. In terms of immigration, New
York is home to 3.1 million immigrants. This definitely adds to the dynamic of the city and to
its diversity. Most of these immigrant families tend to fall in the ALICE threshold because
their education and degrees in their home countries cannot be used in the US and others face
the challenge of a language barrier which make getting a General Education Diploma even
difficult. Dominican Republic, China, Mexico, Jamaica and Guyana are the top five countries
most New Yorker immigrate from (Appendix i)
From all the information gathered from these sources, it is evident that there is a huge
population of working families in New York City. These families fall between the first three
quintiles of wealth but manage to survive life in the City. The next section discusses the
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methodology used in finding out some of the strategies working families use to survive in
New York City.
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METHODOLOGY
The research methodology used for this project was characterized by a combinations of
personal observations, interviews and site visits. Prior to that, some background information
was collected through articles and reports done on New York City and also on topic related to
poverty and working families. An analysis was then made on the lifestyles and survival
strategies of working families in New York City. The personal observation made was in New
York City specifically in Bronx and Harlem. These two cities are known to be poverty
stricken and thus, were selected for the observation. The observation was done over a span of
two weeks. The goal was to observe the kind of environment there was in the city and to have
a feel of how people lived. There were a few interactions with local informants This helped
me see their day to day lives in the city and also know about their concerns and thoughts on
issues facing them in the city. It also provided the opportunity to study the lifestyles of people
in the city and to get an understanding of how they lived. All the information gathered from
other scholars on the topic as well as the ones gathered personally from visiting the city were
merged and this helped answer the research question.
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RESULTS
After a days of interactions with local residents and walking through the city to observe the
lifestyles of people specifically in Harlem and the Bronx, it was evident that there are a lot of
working families in the city who fall into the ALICE threshold and they indeed did have
several ways of surviving in the city. With regards to the way they survived the high cost of
living in New York even with their limited income, I gathered that they did so as a communal
effort. Given my observations, AIICEs cannot survive on their own without community
networks. This may be especially important in communities of color. The entire community
aided in the survival of every individual family. Every family and every business helped each
other to survive and make it in the Big Apple.
In Harlem, survival came in the form of corner stores. New York is known for all the corner
stores that are available on each block. These stores help the community a lot be providing
affordable and accessible groceries. Working families with limited income thus, take
advantage of this and avoid big name grocery stores and use the rest of their income saved
from groceries for other important necessities. Most of the corner stores are locally owned
primarily by people in the specific boroughs. The people in the community buy from them to
help them stay in business while the stores provide the community with affordable food. The
presence of these stores also help push away big corporations who may have highly priced
groceries. Throughout the observation period, I never came across a Walmart, Shaws or Stop
and Shop. None of these grocery stores existed in the parts of New York City that I observed
and this I believe is because of the presence of the corner stores on each block. The stores
filled the entire community that there is no room for big corporation to come in and that is
very good for the community as a whole. In addition to their low prices, they are very close in
proximity and this saves the families money on transportation. All they have to do is walk
down the block and grab some groceries for the family.
Another strategy for survival observed in the Bronx was the presence of farmers’ markets and
local fruit and vegetable markets. Local farmers and vendors set up tables every day at
specific locations on the streets to sell fruits and vegetables at very low prices. Not all of these
sellers are farmers; some buy food from distributors and sell it on the street. They set up for
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business on the street and usually have a truck full of more produce to replenish the ones on
the tables. Locals walk by and get their produce and then head onto their day. These farmers
and vendors were mostly Hispanic. This maybe be because of the huge Hispanic population in
the Bronx. According to the US Census Bureau, the majority of Bronx’s population is
Hispanic and they constitute 56.2% of the total population (US Census Bureau). As a result,
the language mostly spoken is Spanish. During my observation, I noticed a lot of Hispanic
food places as well as several stores playing Hispanic music. This clearly shows their
presence in the Bronx.
The farmers who sell produce on the streets do not only help the community and working
families with low priced produce but, they also accept SNAP. This is a huge benefit to the
community as a whole. Low income families who qualify for SNAP have the option to buy
healthy food for their families and this is made possible with the help of the farmers. As
discussed in the literature review, the benefit of SNAP per person is only $1.86 (AbergRiger). This means that SNAP alone is not enough to feed a household and thus, each
household must make the most out of the little they get. Expensive healthy meals will be
immediately crossed out and families will be left with no other option than to settle for junk
food which fills them up easily. The farmer’s markets have bridged this gap and low income
families can afford healthier options in the city. Most of the produce sold were either $1 or
$1.50. This is why they are very crucial in the survival of ALICE household in the city. The
New York City policy maker have implemented a program which enables SNAP user to get
$2 worth of farmers’ market health buck coupon with every $5 purchase at a farmers’ market.
This does not only help incentive SNAP benefactors to buy healthier option but also helps
local farmers and vendors stay in business. These farmers and vendors however, face a huge
challenge as the software company that enables them to collect SNAP stepped down because
of lack of government funding and support. A non-profit stepped in however, they are only
going to be able to provide their services until the August 2019 (Aberg-Riger). This as a result
will cost farmers alone about $100,000 not including the community as a whole.
Another survival strategy is the presence of locally owned businesses. In both Harlem and the
Bronx, there is a flood of retail stores, hair salons, restaurants mostly owned by locals. This is
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directly related to the communal effort for survival. These locally owned shops have a lot of
things in common with the corner stores and the farmers’ markets. They have low prices, their
businesses are supported by their own community and they keep big Multinational
Corporations away.
Housing also turned out to be one of the survival strategies of working families New York.
The rent in New York City as discussed can be very high and so families double up in the
same apartment and pay half the rent. This saves them some money to afford other
necessities. Other families who qualify for affordable housing also use that as a tool for
survival. The issue with this in New York City is that the city does not have enough
affordable housing units to provide for all the families that qualify. This is why doubling up in
one apartment help families out and cuts their rent in half. This goes to show that yes social
welfare helps some working families in New York but they do the bare minimum. They only
help some and not all families. The system has also made it very difficult for working families
to leave poverty and overcome financial struggles. It ends up costing families more when they
earn a little bit more income because benefits are scaled back, meaning that as families earn
more money they begin to receive lower SNAP benefits, child care support, housing
assistance, health insurance and other benefits. The little increase in income is not enough to
cover the cost of an unsubsidized rent or pay for groceries in full. This then puts families back
to where they started from and back in the struggle to get out of poverty.
In addition to all the strategies mentioned earlier, the underground economy forms a huge part
of the survival strategy for working families in New York. Because their income is not
sufficient, they find other sources of income whether it being legal or illegal. For illegal
underground jobs, people may get involved in the selling of drugs or other minor crimes as a
source of income. Other families also use their talents and skills in earning additional income
in the underground economy. People cater for family parties, birthdays and other family
functions and get paid for it. Others also provide informal child care. Some families who may
not have enough funds to pay for a licensed mechanic may give their cars to neighbors who
know about fixing cars for a small amount of money and this serves as a source of income.
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All the income goes untaxed which in this case benefits the family because they are able to
put all that income towards the family needs and their income goes untaxed.
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CHALLENGES
Even with the high cost of living in New York City, working families have managed to find
ways to survive life in the city. However, they face a lot challenges day in and day out. The
first challenge is gentrification. This is huge in Harlem and very prevalent. It does a lot of
harm to the community than good. Gentrification in Harlem specifically is causing property
owners to kick out working families who usually make late payments and they are bringing in
wealthier families that can afford the rents or even more. This is not happening to just
working families who live in apartment complexes in Harlem. It is also happening to store
owners as well. An important indicator that shows that gentrification is actually happening is
the opening of a Whole Foods right in the middle of Harlem on 125th street. Whole Foods is
known to be very expensive and their prices are definitely higher than that of the corner
stores. This is huge challenge for working families who fall into the ALICE category in New
York City. These big name corporations are moving in because of gentrification and this as a
result is going to hurt and break the communal effort of survival in the city. If corner stores
lose their place to giant corporations, ALICE households will find it very difficult to come
across affordable groceries and this may in turn force then out of the community into another.
On the flip side, if families are kicked out of their apartments due to late payments, store
owners will lose their customers because the new wealthier families will prefer to shop at
Whole Foods rather than a local corner store. Gentrification may bring resources into
community but this does not mean that these resources will benefit the current residents but
that those residents and their networks of survival will be displaced. It is certainly doing more
harm than good in Harlem and the whole community and its efforts to help each other survive
may be broken forever.
Another challenge facing ALICE household in New York City is scarcity of time. ALICE
households spend most of their time working multiple jobs. In addition to that, they have to
spend time on the subway because traffic can be very bad in New York City. These families
have no other option because they have very limited assets and they may not own a car. In
addition to that, most apartments on New York City are old do not have laundry units. As a
result, families spend time in the laundry mart when they could have been more productive
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doing laundry at home and cooking alongside that for the family or for a party to get paid.
Time is very limited for these families and 24 hours is just not enough for them in a day.
ALICE households also face a challenge of low pay. Most of the jobs they have either pay the
minimum wage or a little higher. According to the ALICE report done on New York City,
about 51% of Alice workers receive less than $20 per hour. This is not enough for a family to
live on especially in an expensive city like New York City. The Economic Policy Institute
(EPI) stated in their report done about minimum that, minimum wage has not kept up with
inflation at all. This very disturbing as most governmental decisions are based on the effect of
inflation. This proves why the income of ALICE household are not enough. In addition to low
pay, most workers have unpredictable hours. Jobs like construction may have varying hours.
This makes it very difficult for ALICE families to budget because their income becomes
unpredictable as well and it may vary every week.
These challenges do nothing but hinder the progress of ALICE households in New York City.
It makes living more difficult and their efforts to get out of poverty almost in vain. ALICE
families tend to be very resilient and hopeful and that is the only thing that keeps them going
even in the midst of the struggles.
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CONCLUSION
In conclusion, it is very clear that there is a huge population of working families in New York
City who have very limited asset, constrained income and are employed. This group is very
hidden and we as a nation are not very aware of their existence. As a result, we tend to
underestimate the number of households that are actually struggling daily to make ends meet.
It is time the nation paid more attention to the needs of these households. The first step in
doing this is reforming the social policies. Most of the social policies set in place do not go far
in helping families out. They do the bare minimum and it make it harder for families to make
their way out of poverty. There is a huge gap that needs to be filled so that families can
actually make it out of poverty. In addition to that, we as a nation need to be in support of the
increase in minimum wage. This is going to go a long way for ALICE household as most of
them earn either a minimum wage or a little above that. It is very crucial that we pay attention
to the decisions being made at Congress concerning these issues. We need to support the push
for minimum wage to keep up with inflation and also for better social policies. Currently,
there are some legislative proposals for helping the poor and directing help to the middle
class, as well. This population, according to my research, seems particularly vulnerable
because one unexpected emergency, the loss of housing, or unplanned for medical expenses
could send a family back into poverty.
The common goal of these working families is achieving the American dream. This is their
biggest hope and it is what keep them going and striving every day. However, from this study,
it was made clear that the American dream is not so easy to achieve and hard work alone does
not payoff. These families know what hard work looks like. They work multiple jobs in
addition to their underground economy jobs even though their time scarce and that is still not
enough. There is a lot that needs to be done to support these families and it is time some light
was shed on their existence and their daily struggles. It is time to step out as a country and
help out struggling working families not in New York City alone but in the entire nation at
large.
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APPENDICES
Appendix I – Countries of Origin

Source: Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs Annual Report
Appendix II – Regional Price Parity

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Appendix III – Cost of Living NYC vs. Providence

Source: Economic Policy Institute

Appendix IV – Income by Quintile
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Appendix V – Minimum Wage

Appendix VI – Benefits of Raising Minimum Wage

Source: Economic Policy Institute
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Appendix VII - Demographics

Source: US Census Bureau
Appendix VIII – Housing and Living Arrangements

Source: US Census Bureau
Appendix IX – Education

Source: US Census Bureau
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